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Abstract 
 
In this article we examine how a consumer's susceptibility to informative influence (SII) 
affects the effectiveness of consumer testimonials in print advertising. More specifically, 
we show that consumers that are high in SII and that seek consumption-relevant 
information from other people are more influenced by the strength of the testimonial 
information than the strength of the attribute information. Conversely, consumers low in 
SII place greater emphasis on the strength of the attribute information when forming their 
evaluations. Our results show that consumer psychological traits can have an important 
impact on the acceptance of testimonial advertising. Theoretical and managerial 
implications of our findings are discussed.  
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INTRODUCTION 
Consumer testimonials are a popular advertising tactic and are widely used in North 
America, Europe, and Asia (Zandpour, Chang, & Catalano, 1992). Recently, an article in 
Advertising Age has emphasized that "other creative tactics change with the fashions of 
the day, but the testimonial is such a workhorse selling tool that it never goes out of 
style" (Advertising Age 2001, p. 10). Consumer testimonials are defined as an 
endorsement from a satisfied customer (who is presumably representative of the target 
group) and often involve an explicit discussion of the customer's own consumption 
experience. Hence, consumer testimonials are different from expert or celebrity 
endorsements.  
Despite the importance of consumer testimonials, there are still some important gaps 
in our understanding of how consumers respond to this advertising tactic. Previous 
research, for example, has found important insights regarding the endorser type (e.g., 
Friedman & Friedman, 1979), consumer-endorser similarity (e.g., Price, Feick, & Higie, 
1989), and the physical attractiveness of the endorser (e.g., Patzer, 1983). However, 
previous research has not examined whether consumer psychological traits influence the 
acceptance and effectiveness of testimonials in great depth. This suggests an opportunity 
to study individual differences that exist between consumers when exposed to testimonial 
advertising.  
The purpose of this research is to explore how one such individual difference, a 
consumer's susceptibility to informational influence (SII), affects the effectiveness of 
consumer testimonials. More specifically, we examine if consumers that are high or low 
in SII place different amounts of emphasis on the testimonial or on the product's 
attributes when forming their evaluations. We test our hypotheses through a controlled 
laboratory experiment. Interestingly, our results show that a consumer's dispositional 
tendency to seek consumption-relevant information from other people can determine the 
effectiveness of testimonials.  
 
CONCEPTUAL DEVELOPMENT AND HYPOTHESES 
How other people shape the attitudes and purchase decisions of an individual has been of 
great interest in consumer research. Studies in this area have identified two different 
types of social influence: normative and informational influence (e.g., Deutsch & Gerard, 
1955; Burnkrant & Cousieneau, 1975; Park & Lessig, 1977; Bearden & Etzel, 1982; 
Bearden, Netemeyer, & Teel, 1989). Normative influence refers to the social influence to 
comply with the positive expectations of another person or group, whereas informational 
influence entails accepting information from others as tangible evidence of reality 
(Deutsch & Gerard, 1955). Distinguishing between these two kinds of influence is 
important since they operate through different cognitive processes. Normative influence 
occurs through compliance and identification processes. Here, individuals are influenced 
by a social group because they want to obtain certain rewards the group controls and/or 
because they want to enhance their self-concept by associating themselves with a 
positively evaluated group (Wooten & Reed, 1998). Informational influence, which is the 
focus of this study, occurs through a process of internalization. Social others may 
influence an individual if the individual feels they can provide information that is 
important for understanding some phenomenon or for coping with environmental 
challenges (Bearden & Etzel, 1982; Mangleburg, Doney, & Bristol, 2004; Wooten & 
Reed, 1998).  
Bearden et al. (1989) argued that consumer susceptibility to interpersonal influence 
constitutes a stable trait that varies across individuals and is related to other traits and 
characteristics. In order to measure these inter-individual differences, they developed a 
scale that consisted of two separate dimensions, namely, susceptibility to normative 
influence (SNI) and susceptibility to informative influence (SII). Research building on 
the work of Bearden et al. (1989) has mainly focused on the scale's normative dimension. 
Consumers high in SNI have been shown to prefer products with visible social benefits 
such as style (Batra, Homer, & Kahle, 2001), to be less skeptical of advertising 
(Mangleburg & Bristol, 1998), and are more likely to engage in protective self-
presentation in consumption situations (Wooten & Reed, 2004). Unfortunately, research 
focusing on the scale's informative dimension (SII) has been far less common (for an 
exception see Mangleburg et al., 2004).  
However, a consumer's level of SII may provide important insights into the acceptance 
and effectiveness of testimonial advertising. Previous research has mainly looked at the 
nature and the type of endorsers that should be used in testimonial advertising. For 
example, Price et al. (1989) have found that endorsers that are similar to the target 
audience are able to exert more informational influence than dissimilar endorsers. 
Furthermore, an endorser with a high degree of expertise (i.e., who has product 
experience) is generally more persuasive than an endorser with a low degree of expertise 
(e.g., Wu & Shaffer, 1987; Ohanian, 1990). From this perspective, a testimonial featuring 
a consumer that is similar to the target audience and that possesses some product 
experience should offer the greatest amount of informational influence. The extent to 
which an individual is persuaded by such a consumer testimonial, however, may also be 
influenced by his or her level of SII.  
SII refers to an individual's tendency to ask friends and relatives for advice and to 
observe what brands and products other people are using before making a purchase 
decision (Bearden et al., 1989). Given that consumer testimonials provide information on 
how other people have evaluated a certain product (Shimp, Wood, & Smarandescu, 
2005), individuals that are prone to consider other people's opinions and behaviors may 
regard a consumer testimonial as a valuable informational cue. To the extent that the 
endorser is regarded as similar and experienced, the testimonial may provide a tangible 
piece of evidence concerning the product's quality or true characteristics (Lord, Lee, & 
Choong, 2001; Wooten & Reed, 1998). In other words, consumers that are high in SII 
may not only observe the behavior of their friends and relatives to obtain consumption-
relevant information; they may also monitor the consumption experiences of consumers 
that are portrayed in testimonial advertising. Hence, when consumers high in SII are 
exposed to an ad that contains both testimonial information and information about the 
product's functional attributes, their evaluations should be more strongly influenced by 
the testimonial information.  
Conversely, consumers low in SII are less likely to seek information from social 
others when making consumption decisions (Bearden et al., 1989). This would entail that 
their evaluations should not be influenced by the strength and quality of the testimonial 
information in an ad. In contrast, low SII consumers should base their evaluations on the 
strength of the functional product attributes. This reasoning leads to the following 
hypotheses:  
 
H1a:  For high SII participants, strong testimonial quality will lead to more favorable 
 attitudes toward the ad (Aad), attitudes toward the brand (Ab), and purchase 
intentions  relative to moderate testimonial quality.  
H1b:  For high SII participants, there will be no difference for attribute quality for Aad , 
Ab,  and purchase intentions. 
 
H2a:  For low SII participants, strong attribute quality will lead to more favorable Aad, 
Ab,  and purchase intentions relative to moderate attribute quality.  
H2b:  For low SII participants, there will be no difference for testimonial quality for Aad 
, Ab,  and purchase intentions. 
METHOD  
Experimental Design  
The design of the experiment was a 2 (testimonial quality: strong, moderate) X 2 
(attribute quality: strong, moderate) between-participants factorial design, with SII (high, 
low) used as a measured independent variable, following a median split procedure as in 
previous research (Wooten & Reed, 2004). The product type selected for the experiment 
were digital cameras, which are a relevant study context for consumer research due to 
their great commercial success (Raymond, 2004).  
 
Sample and Procedure 
A total of 187 undergraduate marketing students from a major Swiss university took part 
in a controlled laboratory experiment. To avoid demand effects, the experiment was 
conducted as a series of seemingly unrelated studies (Wooten & Reed, 2004). In the first 
study, participants completed the SII scale items (Bearden et al., 1989) and a number of 
measures unrelated to this experiment. In the second study (which was introduced by a 
second researcher), subjects were exposed to the experimental ads and responded to a 
series of dependent measures and covariates. Upon completion of the questionnaire, 
participants were thanked and thoroughly debriefed. An open ended question that asked 
participants to indicate the purpose of the study showed no evidence of biases due to 
demand effects.  
 
Independent Variables  
Testimonial quality was manipulated through the inclusion of a testimonial of a fictitious 
male student in the ads. In the strong testimonial condition, the student strongly endorsed 
the camera's style, while the moderate testimonial condition contained a positive, albeit 
less emphatic, recommendation.
1
 Given that testimonials require that the endorser has 
first-hand experience with the product, the student mentioned having used the camera.  
Attribute quality was manipulated across five attributes, namely, optical zoom, 
megapixel, weight, memory capacity, and number of preset scene modes. We chose these 
attributes on the basis of a pretest that had been conducted before the main study. In the 
strong attribute conditions, all these attributes reflected the technological state of the art 
at the time this study was conducted, whereas the moderate attribute condition was 
characterized by weaker attribute performance levels. An example of the stimuli is 
provided in Appendix 1. Finally, SII was measured on the four item-scale (α = .82) of 
Bearden et al. (1989). The trait data was analyzed using a median split procedure.  
 
Dependent Variables and Covariates  
Attitudes. Attitude toward the ad (Aad) was measured on three 7-point scales (good-bad, 
interesting-uninteresting, like-dislike, α = .78). Attitude toward the brand (Ab) was 
measured on three scales (good-bad, pleasant-unpleasant, like-dislike, α = .85). Purchase 
intentions were measured on three scales (likely-unlikely, probable-improbable, 
                                                 
1
 Since negative testimonials are probably quite unrealistic, we thought it was 
recommendable to use a moderate rather than a negative testimonial to manipulate 
testimonial quality.  
definitely would-definitely would not, α = .91). These scales had been adapted from 
MacInnis and Park (1991). 
Covariates. To remove extraneous influence from the dependent variables, a number 
of covariates were included in the analysis, namely, knowledge, ad involvement, and 
perception of targeting. Knowledge was measured on three scales (α = .93) adapted from 
Block and Keller (1995). Involvement was measured on three scales (α = .86) that had 
been adapted from Miniard, Bhatla, Lord, Dickson, and Unnava (1991). Finally, 
participants' perceptions that they were in the target group for the advertised camera was 
assessed through two scales (r =. 71) that had been adapted from the work of Aaker, 
Brumbaugh, and Grier (2000).  
 
RESULTS  
Manipulation and Confound Checks 
We tested whether the two testimonials differed in perceived strength using three scales 
(compelling-not compelling, convincing-not convincing, strong-weak, α = .86) from 
Pham and Avnet (2004). Consistent with expectations, the strong testimonial was seen as 
more compelling than the moderate testimonial (Mstrong = 2.81, Mmod =  2.43, F(1, 185) = 
3.95, p = .05). We used identical scales for measuring the perceived strength of the 
attributes. Again, strong attributes were considered more compelling than moderate 
attributes (Mstrong = 3.47, Mmod =  2.95, F(1, 185) = 7.93, p = .01). Hence, these results 
suggest that the intended variables had been manipulated successfully. A number of 
confound checks also indicated that the ads did not differ in terms of their believability or 
the extent to which they made certain social identities more salient.  
 
Hypothesis Testing  
For hypothesis 1a, a MANCOVA analysis on the data of high SII participants revealed a 
significant main effect for testimonial quality (Wilk's lambda = .90, p = .04). As 
expected, participants high in SII showed more favorable reactions when exposed to 
strong testimonials compared to moderate testimonials (Aad: Mstrong_testimonial =  3.38, 
Mmod_testimonial = 2.82, F(1, 80) = 6.62, p = .01; Ab: Mstrong_testimonial =  3.49, Mmod_testimonial =  
3.11, F(1, 80) = 3.80, p = .05; PI: Mstrong_testimonial = 2.95, Mmod_testimonial =  2.35, F(1, 80) = 
7.54, p = .03). Furthermore, the data for low SII participants revealed that none of the 
main or interaction effects in relation to attribute quality were significant. Hence, 
hypotheses 1a and 1b were supported.  
In order to test hypotheses 2a and 2b, a second MANCOVA on the data of low SII 
participants was conducted. Consistent with expectations, a main effect for argument 
quality was found (Wilk's lambda = .92, p = .05). Participants who were low in SII 
exhibited more favorable brand attitudes and purchase intentions when they had seen an 
ad containing strong attributes (Ab: Mstrong_attributes =  3.61, Mmod_attributes =  3.20, F(1, 93) = 
3.81, p = .05; PI: Mstrong_attributes = 3.02, Mmod_attributes =  2.43, F(1, 93) = 7.74, p = .01). Yet 
this result did not reach significance for ad attitudes (p = .68). In accordance with 
hypothesis 2b, no significant effects were observed for testimonial quality. Thus, except 
for ad attitudes, hypothesis 2a and 2b are supported. The results of the analyses are also 
summarized in Table 1.  
 
DISCUSSION 
The purpose of this research was to explore how the effectiveness of testimonial 
advertising is affected by a person's susceptibility to informative influence (SII). The 
results of an experiment show that people that are high or low in this psychological trait 
are influenced by different parts in an advertisement. Individuals that are high in SII 
focused on the testimonial information contained in an ad and their evaluations were 
driven by the strength of the testimonial. In contrast, low SII participants based their 
evaluations on the strength of the functional product attributes and were not affected by 
moderate or strong testimonials. 
Our results make two important contributions to the literature. Firstly, we extend 
research that has examined the effectiveness of testimonial advertising and endorsement 
effects. These studies have mainly investigated how testimonial advertisements should be 
designed and which types of endorsers should preferably be used (e.g., Till & Busler, 
2000; Price et al., 1989; Wu & Shaffer, 1987). We, however, find that it may also be 
important to consider consumer psychological traits when assessing the effectiveness of 
testimonial advertising. That is, the extent to which a given testimonial is able to 
persuade a consumer may depend on that consumer's level of SII. Secondly, we extend 
findings on SII by applying prior work in an advertising context. As such, individuals that 
are high in SII may not only have a tendency to ask their friends and relatives for 
consumption advice (Bearden et al., 1989; Mangleburg et al., 2004). They may also be 
more prone to pay attention to media messages that feature the experiences of other 
consumers and - to the extent that these messages are perceived to be credible - may be 
more likely to integrate these opinions into their evaluation processes.  
 
TABLE 1: Means and Standard Deviations for Dependent Variables Categorized by 
SII 
 
 
Susceptibility to 
Informative Influence 
 
Attitude toward the Ad  
(Aad) 
 
 
Brand attitudes (Ab) 
 
 
Purchase intentions 
(PI) 
 
High SII    
 Strong Testimonial 3.38 (.15)
a
 3.49 (.14) 2.95 (.20) 
 Moderate Testimonial 2.82 (.15) 3.11 (.14) 2.35 (.20) 
 Significance p  = .01 p = .05 p = .03 
     
 Strong Attributes  3.15 (.16) 3.38 (.13) 2.87 (.19) 
 Moderate Attributes  3.04 (.15) 3.22 (.14) 2.43 (.20) 
 Significance p = .60 p = .44 p = .13 
Low SII    
  Strong Testimonial  2.70 (.14) 3.37 (.15)  2.73 (.17) 
 Moderate Testimonial  2.70 (.13) 3.47 (.14)  2.72 (.14) 
 Significance p = .99 p = .53 p = .95 
     
 Strong Attributes  2.74 (.14) 3.61 (.15) 3.02 (.14) 
 Moderate Attributes  2.66 (.13) 3.20 (.14) 2.43 (.16) 
 Significance p = .68 p = .05 p = .01 
 
Note:  
a
Standard deviations reported in parentheses. 
 
Several managerial implications can be deduced from our findings. For instance, our 
results suggest that consumer testimonials are best used for target markets that are 
characterized by high levels of SII. Given that the scale of Bearden et al. (1989) consists 
of only four items, it can easily be used in market research to ascertain a target group's 
SII level. Furthermore, Lord et al. (2001) showed that informational influence is of 
particular relevance in purchase decisions characterized by high levels of involvement 
and decision complexity. Consumers may therefore be especially interested in testimonial 
advertisements in those kinds of purchase decisions.  
One limitation of our research is that we focused on a particular type of endorser, 
namely, an endorser that was typical and representative of the target group (i.e., a student 
endorser). We decided to use this endorser type because the SII scale is mostly concerned 
with measuring to what extent an individual is influenced by his social in-groups (e.g., 
one scale item is "I frequently gather information from friends and family before I buy"). 
However, one might argue that celebrity endorsers may also provide informational 
influence and that, consequently, individuals that are high in SII are more prone to accept 
the information that is provided in celebrity endorsements as credible evidence of reality. 
In fact, previous research has shown that perceived expertise (i.e. the extent to which a 
celebrity can provide useful and credible information about a product) and a match 
between the celebrity and the advertised product are among the key success factors in 
celebrity endorsement (Ohanian, 1990, 1991; Kamins & Gupta 1994; Kirmani & Shiv, 
1998; Erdogan, 1999). Hence, examining how SII interacts with the acceptance of 
celebrity endorsements may prove to be a valuable avenue for future research.  
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APPENDIX 1: Strong Attribute Quality, Strong Testimonial Advertisement 
 
 
 
RYMTEC 
Digital Precision.  
 
 
 
 
Make way for the new Rymtec SDC-800 digital camera. Features include 
4x Optical Zoom, 6.0 Megapixel, Light weight design (5.08 oz/144g), 
256MB Memory capacity and Six Preset Creative Scene modes. All for no 
added cost. 
 
“I was offered the chance to test a Rymtec digital camera. It’s hot. I 
compared it to four digital cameras that are on the market right now, and it 
is my most preferred choice for style.” 
- Urs Häusler, student, (university deleted)*  
 
 
*  Urs compared the Rymtec SDC-800 to current market designs offered by Canon, Panasonic,  
    Fujifilm and Contax. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
